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"My 
classroom . . is the 
home of mysteries 
that range from the 
trivial to the 
profound. 11 
Lords of the Flies 
by 
Daniel Sharkovitz 
When we were kids, Billy and John and I would meet 
down back of my uncle's house and sneak into his barn 
through the back door. We had to enter surreptitiously; 
the roof sagged under the weight of its own age and my 
aunt had warned us never to play inside saying it might 
collapse someday and crush us "like bugs." We'd climb 
up onto the workbench, careful not to get the old grease 
and oil--or any other vestiges of forbidden places--on 
our jeans. You wouldn't believe it, but there were these 
big horseflies, some the size of small birds, buzzing 
furiously into the window, trying to enter the light 
outside less than a quarter inch away. We'd watch them 
for hours, fascinated by the mysterious futility of 
their attempts at extended flight. 
I wouldn't even mention this childhood indiscretion 
now, were it not for the fact that the image of those 
flies drifts into my mind on occasion when I'm alone in 
my classroom working in the afternoon. I think of stu-
dents. Of course, now, they are the flies buzzing 
against glass they cannot see, sensing a light they 
cannot reach. And I think about how so much of what 
goes on even in my school possesses for me an inscrut-
able logic. My classroom, itself, is the home of 
mysteries that range from the trivial to the profound. 
Why does Larry chew the gum others have left stuck to 
the undersides of desks? Why did Linda, whose hands I 
suspected were permanently fastened to her chair, 
volunteer one day to talk about Holden Caulfield? I 
wonder about the empty desk in the back of the room, 
Cathy's desk, and how she's getting along with her new 
baby, a baby only fifteen years younger than she is. 
But even amidst all this wonder and mystery, there 
are a few things that I do know. I know that I want to 
consider student ideas welcome signs of life, not dis-
tractions. I don't want my classroom to be like the 
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11 All you teachers 
tell us• • • I dig 
deeper,' but you 
never tell us how 
to do it." 
one I found described in The Shopping Mall High School 
(Cohen et al., 1985): 
When she [the teacher} asked a student what 
Salinger had intended in a passage read aloud, 
the student objected that the assignment had 
only been to tell why she liked the passage ; 
Miss Austin immediately backed off and did not 
as k another probing question the entire period. 
During the quiz game the qua l ity of the ques -
tions was never at issue . Since they dealt 
only with details rather than with plot or 
meaning, the answers were always brief and 
always right or wrong . The questions did not 
lend themselves to discussion or debate , and 
there was none . (p . ?5) 
I want my students to have more opportunities to talk 
about what they're thinking because I hope it will 
improve thei r writ i ng. I t seems to me that significant 
improvements in student writing may be obtained well in 
advance of the time when pen meets paper. 
Invis i ble wri t i ng is, I believe, one way for stu-
dents to improve their writing before they do it. By 
invis i ble writing I mean, i n part, oral discourse which 
gives students opportunities to move beyond one- or 
two-word responses during classroom discussions, to learn 
how to generate, defend and attack ideas , and present 
arguments in such a way that they are made intell i gible 
to others . Invisible writing should bring students to 
the boundaries of the mind's capacity to hold and 
manipulate whatever is up there so that the writing out 
of thought is sensed by the student to be a natural 
extension of a meaningful activity. It would be my hope 
that this pr ocess could lead to more profound thinking. 
As a student of mine once said, "All you teachers tell 
us 'don't be so superficial in your papers, dig deeper,' 
but you never tell us how to do it." Maybe it's about 
time we did. 
The flies finally got out of my uncle's barn after 
it collapsed last January during a light snowstorm. I 
don't know why, but I felt good when I heard about it. 
Last summer I helped my Uncle Walter build a new one. 
That felt good, too. In September, when I walked into 
my classroom, I couldn't get over how much it looked like 
the inside of a barn--the heavy wood beams, the windows, 
the light pouring in. 
Then in November a student asked me whether I knew 
that the books we were reading had been banned in other 
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"I put down my 
discussion 
notes ... for a 
minute; it was not 
until two weeks 
later that I would 
pick them up 
again." 
schools. There was a mild commotion in the room as 
students began to respond to their classmate's question. 
"Ya, ya, I heard that too." "I heard a teacher got fired 
down south for teaching Slaughterhouse Five." "Could you 
get fired?" "How could someone get fired for teaching a 
book?" Looking out the window, I put down my discussion 
notes about theme and characterization for a minute; it 
was not until two weeks later that I would pick them up 
again. 
During the intervening days, we broke up into 
groups; we discussed, researched and read about the topic 
of book banning and censorship; and planned a mock school 
committee meeting. The school committee's objective was 
to decide what to do concerning "complaints" about the 
books from "parents" and students. 
As the project evolved I began to wonder what 
impact, if any, this activity might have on student 
learning in general and on their writing in particular. 
I videotaped the two days of school committee hearings. 
Then, one month later, as part of an exam, the students 
were given an opportunity to write an essay on the topic 
of censorship. 
In my other eleventh grade English class we also 
spent the same two weeks on the topic. But instead of 
having small groups working together towards the goal of 
presenting arguments at a school committee hearing, the 
format for this class was primarily teacher-led discus-
sion with lecture. I thought this might offer an 
interesting control element to what was becoming, in 
some ways, an experiment. I knew, for example, that the 
students in both classes had been scheduled for those 
courses by computer. In theory, at least, I had two 
separate, but qualitatively similar, groups. 
In an attempt to get unbiased evaluations of the 
essays from each class to see what effects, if any, 
class discussion had had on student writing, I asked 
three colleagues to score the essays holistically on a 
five point scale. (Each had experience scoring papers 
this way for state mandated competency tests.) The 
essays from both classes were combined into a single 
stack before being presented to the readers. Also, 
student names were replaced with numbers to avoid pos-
sible bias in the scoring. The average score for the 
papers from the school committee class was nearly a whole 
point higher (.9 actually) than the average score of the 
papers in the other class. 
In follow-up interviews, the readers told me that 
the school committee essays generally received higher 
scores for a variety of reasons. Below is a sampling 
of their comments. 
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I found the [sahool aorronittee} essays more aonvinaing. They were less 
dogmatia, less one sided. 
They [the students} were alever enough to think about objeations a 
reasonable reader might have. They didn't ignore the objeations. 
They brought them up and ma.de an effort to undermine them. 
I z,xzs surprised by several essays. Although I'm opposed to aensorship, 
some of the kids who wrote in favor of banning foraed me to think hard 
about why some of the books should be taught. 
Perhaps the most intriguing observation--because of its implications for all 
teachers of writing--came near the end of the interviews: 
Seven students in the sahool aorronittee group wrote arguments in favor 
of banning. In the other alass, no one even tried. I wonder why. 
Were they afraid of ahallenging what they might have peraeived as an 
anti-banning position of the teaaher? After all [he z,xzs] the one who 
passed out the books in the first plaae. 
Why was one group of students able to write better, more convincing argu-
ments than a second group that had studied essentially the same material? I 
believe that having to perform in the context of the school committee hearing 
helped students write better. In this particular situation, the mock committee 
meeting gave students a setting in which to do invisible writing. Students were 
responsible for developing and supporting generalizations, asking questions, 
anticipating opposing points of view and learning how to refute them in a context 
viewed as meaningful and significant. In an exploratory discussion of this sort, 
students must "re-articulate knowledge which in some sense they already possess" 
(Barnes, 1975, p. 55). This re-articulation, in turn, helps students develop a 
sense of ownership of ideas that might otherwise remain alien to their personal 
shaping of insights. 
The following analysis of a transcribed excerpt from the school committee 
meeting shows students actively engaged in a discussion that seems to have had a 
positive effect on their writing. While most of the discussion centers on William 
Kennedy's novel, Ironweed, students occasionally refer to Slaughterhouse Five and 









School committee member 
Parent against banning 
Parent for banning 
Parent for banning 
Student against banning 
Student against banning 
Jackie: [question addressed to Jeffie] 
Are you willing to take the risk that 
your child might get something bad out 
of the book so he'll get something good? 
A probing question. Here Jackie is 
taking information from a previous 
answer, an acknowledgement by Jeffie 
that the books do contain some objec-
tionable passages, and moving it from 
the context of an abstraction to a 
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Jeffie: Yes. Yes, because I want him 
to get a better view of what's going on 
around him. I'm in favor of my child 
reading those books to get something 
that I'm unable and the teacher's unable 
to show him. 
David: So, you're saying that there's 
not enough of this, quote, real life, 
going on around ..• around the kid 
outside of school, that he doesn't 
pick up on any of this? The only way 
he can find out about it, real life, 
is to come into school and read stuff 
like this? 
Jeffie: No, no. I'm saying it helps 
them broaden what they feel and their 
views about things. 
David: You said earlier that there's 
enough sex on TV, so why do they have 
to come to school and read this? 
Jen: The author has freedom of speech 
to write about whatever he wants. 
Pat: Fine, but why do they have to 
read about it in school? That's your 
argument, right? If they're going to 
get that stuff outside of school 
there's no reason to ban it, right? 
There's no reason to ban the books 
because they're going to hear it 
anyhow. But if students are going 
to get swears and sex and violence 
outside of school, what educational 
value is it in class? 
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more specific situation. Now Jeffie 
will have to decide the issue on the 
basis of how it affects her child 
directly. 
Jeffie could have responded to the 
question with a cursory yes or no. 
Instead, she offers reasons to sup-
port her assertion. I believe this 
shows, on her part, an element of 
engagement and commitment that 
evolves from the context of the 
discussion. 
David was listening. He restates 
Jeffie's answer first, then offers 
a refutation in the form of a ques-
tion back to her. He does not 
accept what she says uncritically. 
While Jeffie doesn't respond to all 
of David's questions, she does 
restate her original answer. It's 
interesting to note that in her 
paper this issue became an important 
part of her argument against banning. 
David realizes that Jeffie did not 
answer all of his question. Hoping, 
perhaps, to make her answer him, he 
breaks his earlier question down 
into its most crucial element. 
Jen may be trying to help Jeffie 
answer David's question. More like-
ly, she wasn't following this 
particular line of questioning very 
closely. Her statement seems out 
of place here. 
Pat knows that Jen's remark really 
isn't relevant to the line of rea-
soning in progress and dismisses it 
with a "fine, but." Her first ques-
tion is actually a response to 
Jeffie's last statement. Here she 
is trying to clarify Jeffie's argu-
ment so that she might refute it 
more specifically. She concludes 
with an important question. 
Chris: That's not what the book is 
based on. 
Pat: What is the book based on? 
These books are so depressing. 
They present a depressing side of 
life. 
Chris: Is there any one book that 
can show all sides of life? 
David: Why can't we have some 
uplifting books? 
Jeffie: They read other books in 
school. 
David: None of these are uplifting. 
Jeffie: Well, that's just your 
opinion, isn't it? You can look in 
Ironweed and find it uplifting. 
David: How? Tell me how. Every-
one's a bum. Every--
Jackie: Why don't you give her a 
chance to talk? 
Jeffie: Because you can think of 
a person, I mean, you can look at 
this person in real life and say 
his life is wrong, but I mean, you 
can, ah, learn from it, I mean, 
you can, ah--
Jen: Okay, I'll tell you what's 
uplifting. When this man goes 
back to his home. When he goes 
back to his home and spends the 
day with his family, okay? and he 
wants to stay, right? He would 
like to stay but he doesn't. Why? 
Not an answer to Pat's question, per 
se, but rather a refutation of a 
fundamental assumption implicit in 
Pat's question. 
Pat picks up on Chris' statement by 
asking a rhetorical question. Her 
next remark throws out another argu-
ment in her favor. 
Chris decides not to argue the point 
about the book being depressing, nor 
does he answer her question. He 
does, however, ask a question that 
is not easy to answer. 
Tries another idea. 
Jeffie answers the question, but in 
doing so seems to admit that the 
book is depressing. 
A hasty generalization. 
Jeffie wastes no time picking up on 
the generalization and begins a 
refutation of David's original 
assumption that the books are 
depressing. 
Demands supporting evidence. 
Jackie interrupts David. Perhaps 
she felt he was getting too emotion-
al, wasn't following the rules of 
discussion tacitly established by 
the group. 
Jeffie tries to respond to David's 
question, but has some trouble stat-
ing her ideas clearly. 
Extends and develops with specific 
references to the text, the basic 
line of reasoning initiated by her 
classmate. 
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For one reason, because if he stays 
how is that going to affect his 
family? He's been away for how many 
years? He's become a bum, right? 
He's an embarrassment for the family. 
But what does he do? He sacrifices, 
he sacrifices things that maybe he 
feels inside for them by, in the end, 
leaving. 
Jeffie: Ya, he tries to make some-
thing out of his life. He knows 
he's a bum but he's proud of it. 
Pat: I don't want my child to be 
proud of being a bum. 
Jeffie: He's saying that you can 
make something out of whatever you 
are. 
Restates Jen's argument. 
While Pat doesn't respond to Jen's 
comment here, she does force Jeffie 
to rethink her assertion. 
Refines her original statement in 
light of another student's idea. 
I cannot know for certain whether this type of student-centered discourse 
leads directly to better thinking and writing. But it does seem that unless we 
encourage our students to follow personal flights of thought and discussion, we 
become not so much teachers, but--simply and sadly--lords of the flies. 
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